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Complementary and Comprehensive:
Reading Recovery and
Michigan's Reading First Plan
BY MARY

K.

LOSE

I

n July 2002, Michigan was among the first to receive federal approval for its Reading First plan designed to
reduce the number of children performing in the lowest category of the state's reading assessment and ensure
that all children read at or above grade level by the end of third grade. The state's plan is to support children
in low-performing schools through:

•

•

•

•

High quality, research-based reading programs
that address the five essential components of
reading instruction
Reliable and valid assessment tools to
effectively screen and monitor reading progress
and diagnose reading difficulties
High quality professional development to
ensure that K-3 teachers and K-12 special
education teachers teach effectively
Strengthened school leadership and
infrastructure to support literacy achievement
(Michigan Department of Education, 2002,
para. 2).

Michigan's Reading First plan focuses on improvement of instruction in the regular classroom. Yet even
with high quality classroom instruction, 10 to 20
percent of first-grade students will struggle to learn
to read, falling further behind their classmates and
requiring supplemental help to catch up. Rather than
blaming classroom teachers, administrators, parents,
or children, a number of Michigan schools provide an
early intervention program as a critical part of their

schools' comprehensive literacy plan. They recognize
that to intervene early on behalf of struggling learners rather than later will result in better outcomes
for children and the educational system as a whole.
While early intervention does not guarantee a child's
success, not providing an early intervention system
guarantees we will fail in our mission to leave no
child behind.
One early intervention-prevention program demonstrated to be effective is Reading Recovery, designed
by Marie Clay (1993b) to help the lowest achieving
first graders develop effective and efficient strategies
for reading and writing so they can benefit from classroom instruction. Reading Recovery teachers work
with children one-to-one in daily 30-minute lessons
for a period of 12-20 weeks. The program has a strong
diagnostic component. Teachers administer An Observation Survey of Early Literacy Achievement (Clay,
1993a/2002) to select the lowest children for service
first and use the assessment information to plan a
series of lessons that capitalize on a child's strengths
to overcome deficiencies. Research demonstrates that
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Figure 1. Michigan's Reading First and Reading Recovery
Michigan Reading First:
Classroom Instruction
• Scientifically research-based reading
programs for students in grades K-3
• Instructional methods and materials
that address the five essential components
of reading instruction K-3
• Reliable and valid assessment tools to
screen and monitor reading progress and
diagnose reading difficulties

• Professional development to ensure
that all K-3 teachers, including special
education teachers, have the skills they need
to teach effectively
• Regular class instruction as the most
important teaching venue

• Classroom teachers monitor children's
reading progress and refer children who
need additional help
• Classroom teachers identify children
at risk of reading failure with the provision
of appropriate instruction for those children
through the use of screening, diagnostic and
classroom-based assessments
• Best practices in early classroom
instruction based on scientifically based
reading research
• Instructional materials, programs,
learning systems and strategies to teach
reading.
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Reading Recovery:
Early Intervention-Prevention
• Scientifically research-based literacy
intervention-prevention delivered 1: 1 for
lowest 10-20 % of students in grade one
• Instruction that addresses the five
essential components of reading for at-risk
students in grade one
• Uses Clay's An Observation Survey of
Early Literacy Achievement, developed in
research studies to assess emergent literacy
in young children. Consists of six literacy
tasks with a standard set of measures with
reliability, validity, and discrimination
indices
• Assessments at the beginning and end
of a child's program, at mid-year and endof-year, with follow-up in subsequent years
• Year-long training program at the
graduate level for Reading Recovery
teachers, with a minimum of six
professional development sessions annually
in the field year and every year thereafter.
• Individual instruction in daily 30
minute lessons for a period of 12-20 weeks
• A supplement to good classroom
instruction
• Reading Recovery teachers collaborate
with classroom teachers to monitor each
child's progress in the classroom
• Reading Recovery teachers who
monitor each child's progress daily and
during the year of the intervention
• For children who do not meet the
criteria for discontinuation, a referral is
made for a longer-term intervention
• Based on over 18 years of research
collected on every child served, currently
over 1,000,000 children
• Instruction that is explicit and
systematically delivered based on individual
child's needs
• A variety of materials to support the
child's literacy development including a
collection of leveled books (emergent/
readiness to primer/grade one), each
individually selected for a particular child,
magnetic chalkboard easel, magnetic letters,
erasable white board and markers, blank
writing books, sentence strips
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Reading Recovery works well for the lowest performing students (Center, Wheldall, Freeman, Outhred, &
McNaught, 1995; Iversen & Tunmer, 1993; Pinnell,
1997; Pinnell, Lyons, Deford, Bryk & Seltzer, 1994;
Shanahan & Barr, 1995; Sylva & Hurry, 1996; Wasik
& Slavin, 1993) and the gains made during the intervention are sustained in later grades (Askew et. al,
2002; Brown, Denton, Kelly & Neal, 1999; Pinnell,
1989; Rowe, 1995; Schmitt & Gregory, 2001).
Even a good classroom program cannot meet the
literacy needs of all children. Likewise, no supplemental program, not even one as successful as Reading Recovery works alone. It takes a team approach
and a common vision to make a difference. Reading
First and Reading Recovery share some features (See
Figure 1 on page 44 ), though the former focuses on
classroom instruction and the latter is an early intervention. The purpose of this article is to describe how
Reading Recovery addresses one part of the state's
plan-the five essential components of reading-and
helps more than 700 Michigan schools address the
state's literacy initiatives. Reading First and Reading
Recovery provide a complimentary and comprehensive plan for Michigan's students.

Five Essential Components
of Reading Instruction
The essential components of reading instruction defined
by the U.S. Department of Education in the Elementary and Secondary Education Act and the Reading
First legislation are phonemic awareness, phonics,
vocabulary development, fluency, and comprehension
(See Figure 2 below). The Reading Recovery lesson,
designed by Marie Clay addresses each of these essential components through reading, writing, and word
work. In each lesson, the child reads several familiar
stories, independently reads the previous day's new
book while the teacher observes and assesses progress
by taking a running record of the child's reading, works
with letters and words using magnetic letters, writes a
story including hearing sounds in words, assembles a
cut-up story, and reads a new story introduced by the
teacher. The following illustrates with select examples
how Reading Recovery lessons provide a foundation
for each essential component so students can continue
to learn in the classroom.

Component: Phonemic Awareness
Phonemic awareness is the sensitivity to the sounds
of language. When children develop phonemic aware-

Figure 2. Five Essential Components of Reading Instruction
Phonemic Awareness

The ability to hear, identify, and manipulate the individual sounds-phonemes--in
spoken words.

Phonics

The understanding that there is a predictable relationship between phonemes- the
sounds of spoken language- and graphemes- the letters and spellings that
represent those sounds in written language.

Vocabulary
Development
(speaking, reading,
writing and listening)

The development of storied information about the meanings and pronunciation of
words necessary for communications.

Fluency

The ability to read text accurately and quickly. It provides a bridge between word
recognition and comprehension. Fluent readers recognize words and comprehend
at the same time.

Comprehension

Strategies for understanding, remembering, and communicating with others about
what has been read. Comprehension strategies are sets of steps that purposeful,
active readers use to make sense of text.
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ness, they recognize that words consist of a sequence
of sounds and can tell when words start and end like
other words. They can analyze words sequentially,
phoneme by phoneme, at syllable breaks, and at onset
and rime, all of which are related to early reading and
writing success. Reading Recovery teachers assess
and teach phonemic awareness by helping children
hear and record sounds in words (Clay, 1993b). This
knowledge is developed and applied across many
parts of the Reading Recovery lesson. Initially much
of this work is done as the student and teacher work
together to write a story. At first, the teacher chooses
words for which it is easy to hear the sounds, which
the child will need to use often, and which have
simple letter-sound correspondence.
For example, in one early lesson, Sheila is trying to
write the word "make." Her Reading Recovery teacher
(RRT) supports Sheila's attempt by helping her write
letters for the sounds she hears in boxes on a practice
page. She coaches her to say the word slowly and
supports her effort. Sheila is learning that words are
made up of letters that represent sounds in the English
language.
RRT: Good, say it slowly, what do you hear?
Sheila: (While articulating slowly, pushes a counter
for every sound in three boxes.) m-a-k-,
I hear a "c."
RRT: It could be, but this time it's "k." Where do
you hear it?
Sheila: (Pointing to the last box) Right here.
RRT: Good, write it.
Sheila: (Writes "k" and says word slowly a second
time) I hear "m." (Writes "m" in the first
box)
RRT: Good, what else?
Sheila: (Says word slowly) "a." (Writes "a" in the
second box)
RRT: Now all it needs is a letter on the end to make
it look right. (Pauses, but no response from
the child) It's "e."
Sheila: "E" (says the word slowly; runs finger
beneath the word once more to match letters
and sounds in order; writes "make" in her
story).
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As Sheila gains more control over the task and records
sounds in order, her teacher will make the shift from
recording simple words in sound boxes, to recording
more complex words for which there are letters but
no sounds. In this lesson, Sheila wrote "nite" while
attempting the word "night." She is learning that
words are made up of letters that cannot always be
heard.
RRT: That's a good guess, but it doesn't look quite
right (while drawing a box for every letter
in the word "night"). There will be a box for
every letter. Let's say it slowly n-i-g-h-t
(while running her finger beneath the word,
demonstrating the mismatch between sound
and letter). What would you expect to see in
"night"?
Sheila: "N" and "i," then a "t" at the end. (Writes
each letter in corresponding box).
RRT: Yes, now it needs something in the middle to
make it look right.
Sheila: "G" and "h"?
RRT: Try it and see if that would look right.
Sheila: (Writes the letters in the remaining boxes).
Yes! (Checks word while running her finger
beneath it.)
RRT: Good, you made it look right! Now, write it in
your story.
Phonemic awareness is also taught as the child reads
texts. During the first reading of a new story, Sheila's
teacher is helping her use sound expectations to monitor her reading. She praises her for noticing that while
her first attempt makes sense, it doesn't look right.
Text: Father Bear went down to the river. (Father
Bear Goes Fishing by B. Randell)
Sheila: Father Bear went down to the lake, river.
RRT: Excellent noticing! What you said made sense,
but what letter would you expect to see at
the beginning of "lake"?
Sheila: It doesn't have an "l" !
RRT: Yes, you made it look right and make sense!

Component: Phonics
Phonics is the understanding that there is a predictable
relationship between phonemes-the sounds of spoken language and graphemes-the letters and spell-
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ings that represent those sounds in written language.
To become successful word solvers, children must
understand that a limited number of letters represent
all the sounds and words of English. This is difficult
in the English language because pronunciations don't
always match the one letter to one sound principle,
as in the words "know" and "thought." Children also
need to learn that letters represent small sound units
within words and must learn to notice larger units
such as letter clusters, digraphs, and syllables. Children in Reading Recovery have particular difficulty
with this skill and thus it is addressed throughout the
lesson.
For example, during the Making and Breaking portion
of a lesson, the Reading Recovery teacher draws on
Sheila's emerging knowledge to teach phonics explicitly and systematically, constructing words and word
parts with magnetic letters at a large easel.
RRT: (Gives the child four letters that make up the
word "look.") You know this word. Read it.
Sheila: (After constructing "look," runs finger
beneath it, saying it slowly, matching sound
to letter) 1-o-o-k.
RRT: (Gives child four more letters) Make another
word like it. Make "took."
Sheila: (Constructs "took" beneath displayed word
"look.")
RRT: How are they alike?
Sheila: (Covers first part of each word) They have
the same last part.
RRT: Yes, and the beginning parts are different.
(Leaves "look" on easel, removes "took" and
displays single letters "b" and "h.") Now,
change the first part and make "book."
Sheila: (Removes "l" and substitutes "b") I made
"book!" (Initiates changing initial letter
again, this time substituting "h. ") And, I
made "hook"!
RRT: Yes, you can use what you know about a word
to help you figure out new words you want
to read and write.
As Sheila gains an understanding of how words work,
her teacher helps her learn to notice larger units
within words and apply this knowledge in writing as
illustrated by the following example.
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RRT: So you're trying to write "staying." It's like a
word you know. (Writes "play" on practice
page.) All you need to do is change the first
chunk.
Sheila: Oh! (Writes "stay") And it ends like "going."
(Adds "ing" to "stay" and writes "staying" in
story.)
RRT: That's right. So, think about parts you know
and use them to read or write new words.
Explicit teaching using the same phonics principle
developed above helps Sheila solve a word while
reading.
Text: She loved to wear a red bell on her collar.
(The Cat Who Loved Red by L. Salem and J.
Stewart)
Sheila: She loved to wear a red bow on her collar.
(Protests.) That's not bow!
RRT: Good noticing! "Bow" makes sense, but
doesn't look quite right. Look for a part you
know.
Sheila: (Runs finger under "ell."). Like well, bell,
bell! (Rereads and corrects error.)
RRT: By looking for a part you know, you figured
that out all by yourself1

Component: Vocabulary Development
Vocabulary development is the development of stored
information about the meanings and pronunciation
of words necessary for communication. Vocabulary
development in early literacy is important because it
helps children access and comprehend increasingly
complex texts. By reading more complex texts,
children can access new information and make connections between their own and others' experiences.
Children who struggle to learn to read often have not
had the -opportunity to develop a spoken vocabulary
that matches the complexity of language found in
texts. Reading Recovery teachers help children learn
new words by using magnetic letters to build words
using word parts, by helping them conduct sequential
analyses of words while reading and writing and to
take words apart while reading. In every Reading
Recovery lesson, the child reads a new story that
has been carefully selected by the teacher based on
the child's current abilities and the opportunities it
presents for new learning. Along with an analysis of
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how words work, the new story and the discussion
that follows it provide opportunities for vocabulary
development.
In this example, the teacher introduces The Fox
Who Foxed, a story about a fox who steals chickens,
but faked death to avoid the farmer's wrath. Before
reading and while looking at the pictures in the story,
the teacher engages the child in constructing an
understanding of the main idea and plot. She draws
her attention both to the orthography of the new word
and its meaning in the story.
RRT: And, what letter would you expect to see first
in "foxed"?
Sheila: "F" (correctly points to the word "foxed" and
runs finger beneath it, hesitating at the end of
the word).
RRT (Noticing child's confusion.) Yes, he foxed or
pretended to be dead so the farmer wouldn't
shoot him.
Sheila: He foxed the farmer? (Pauses while looking
at picture.) He tricked him?
RRT: That's right, it's another way of saying it, like
some people will say "out-foxed." "Foxed"
means the same as "tricked" or "pretended."
In another lesson, Sheila's teacher helps her learn new
vocabulary by drawing on personal experience and
background knowledge at the end of reading of a new
story, Happy Birthday, Sam by Pat Hutchens.
RRT: You seemed confused by this word, "taps."
Let's look at the picture. See the handles on
the faucet. They're called taps.
Sheila: Oh, like my grandma calls it tap water. It
comes from taps?
RRT: That's it! And "wardrobe" in this picture is just
an old-fashioned word that means the same
as something you might find in a bedroom to
hold clothes. So wardrobe is like a ...
Sheila: Closet! It means closet!

Component: Fluency
Fluency is the ability to read text accurately and
quickly. It provides a bridge between word recognition and comprehension. When readers automatically
recognize almost all the words and rapidly figure

48

out the few that they do not know, they have more
attention for interpreting and comprehending what
they read. Fluent reading is an important goal in early
literacy instruction. Children need opportunities to
coordinate a variety of understandings to achieve
fluency, including how words work, as well as an
understanding of the variety of sentence, phrase and
text structures, and story elements. Dysfluent reading
is slow and laborious. It discourages students from
reading and interferes with comprehension because
too much attention is spent on word solving. Reading Recovery teachers provide opportunities for
rereading texts to develop fluency and to hear explicit
demonstrations of phrasing in fluent reading. They use
specific prompting for phrasing and fluency and mask
the text to make the eyes move ahead. They help the
child use punctuation as an aid to phrasing and fluent
reading and encourage flexibility in varying the speed
of oral reading to match the difficulty of the text.
During the familiar reading portion of a lesson, the
Reading Recovery teacher directs the child to read
two or three previously read texts selected to foster
an orchestration of the reading process and phrased
and fluent reading. In this lesson, the Reading Recovery teacher prompts Sheila to "read it fast" and "put
it all together and make it sound like talking." Later
in the cut-up story part of the lesson, she writes her
sentence on a sentence strip and cuts it apart word by
word, which Sheila assembles fostering sequencing,
visual searching, and confirmation. Following this,
the teacher rearranges the same cut-up story to demonstrate phrase breaks and to foster fluent reading.
Using a prompt similar to the one used in familiar
reading, she asks her to "put it all together and make
it sound smooth."
For example, the following is the child's arrangement
of the cut-up story, which fosters visual sequencing,
visual searching and confirmation.
When

I

get home I'm going to pet
cat and have some pizza.

my

This example shows the teacher's arrangement of the
same cut-up. Sheila reads it this time with attention to
phrasing and fluency.
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When
I'm

I

going
and

have

get
to

pet
some

home
my

In yet another lesson, the Reading Recovery teacher
uses discussion to help Sheila make connections
between other stories she has read and links to topics
for writing.

cat

pizza.

Component: Comprehension

RRT: So, this story sounds like another you've read.

Comprehension encompasses strategies for understanding, remembering, and communicating with
others about what has been read. Comprehension
strategies are sets of steps that purposeful, active
readers use to make sense of text. Attention to comprehension at the same time that children are taught
to carefully attend to words fosters cross checking
syntactic (language) and visual (phonics/decoding)
sources of information with semantic (meaning)
sources of information to see if what was read makes
sense. Reading Recovery teachers emphasize meaning consistently and strongly and use language and
conversation to support and assess comprehension.
They prompt explicitly to help children search for and
use meaning during reading and writing and teach
them to use meaning and language structure as tools
for self-monitoring.

Sheila: Yeah, like in Mr. Rabbit and the Moon. They
thought they pulled the moon out of the
well! They were so silly! It was only-well,
like they looked up ...

For example, in this lesson, the Reading Recovery
teacher prompts Sheila to use meaning while at the
same time encouraging a search for visual information.
Text: Ben put the parrot in a cage. He locked the
cage.
Sheila: Ben put the parrot in a cage. He locked the
parrot.
RRT: That didn't make sense. Read it again and
make sure it makes sense and looks right.
Sheila: (Rereads, notices error and self-corrects.)
RRT: Good, now you made it make sense and it
looks right.
In another lesson, Sheila and her teacher summarize
the plot of Ratty-Tatty at the end of the story.
RRT: So even though the family had a plan to stop
her from stealing, Ratty-Tatty got the food
after all.
Sheila: Yeah, she used a fork to mess up the trap.
She had her own plan to get the cheese and
not get trapped.
RRT: She outsmarted them, didn't she? She was so
clever!
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RRT: Yes, they saw the moon's reflection in the well.
It is like that story! And, Red Socks and
Yellow Socks_ ...
Sheila: Yeah, same thing. Big Billy and Little Billy,
they couldn't figure out how to get their
socks to match. Every time they switched
socks, they got the other guy's.
RRT: I'll bet you could write a funny story like the
ones you read.

Assessment-Instruction Relationship

I,

Instruction for the development of each of the five
essential components of reading for children identified for Reading Recovery is based on an analysis of
each child's current functioning and what he or she
needs to learn next. Reading Recovery teachers use
An Observation Survey of Early Literacy Achievement
(Clay, 1993a/2002) to select the lowest children for
service first and use the assessment information to
plan a series of lessons that capitalize on a child's
strengths to overcome deficiencies. Based on Clay's
research of young children and their earliest attempts
to read and write, the Observation Survey provides
rigorous, systematic, reliable and valid measures of a
child's literacy performance in six areas. •
• .Letter Identification-to identify known letters
and the preferred mode of identification (by
letter name, sound, or a word that starts with the
letter)
• Word Test-to determine the child's reading
vocabulary
• Concepts About Print-to discover what the
child has learned about the way language is put
into print
•

Writing Vocabulary-to determine whether the
child is acquiring a writing vocabulary
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•

Hearing and Recording Sounds in Words-to
assess the child's phonemic awareness or soundletter associations.

•

Text Reading-using a running record, to
determine appropriate text level and the child's
performance while reading continuous text

When Sheila entered the Reading Recovery program
in late October, she was the next lowest child in five
sections of first grade. Her scores on the Observation Survey were Letter Identification 42, Word Test
1, Concepts About Print 11, Writing Vocabulary 7,
Hearing and Recording Sounds in Words 11, and Text
Reading 1. By analyzing the results of the Observation Survey, her Reading Recovery teacher noticed
that she did not always use areas of strength to assist
her in text reading or in writing the dictated story
(hearing and recording sounds in words). She was
able to write words that she could not read and read
words that she was unable to write. In text reading
Sheila was able to recall the introduced pattern of a
story, but neglected one-to-one correspondence and
visual sources of information to read for the precise
message. Sheila's Reading Recovery teacher used this
information along with daily observation and ongoing
assessment to tailor a series of lessons that would help
her develop as a reader and writer.

Conclusion
Even in a good classroom program, Sheila struggled
to learn to read and write. The best classroom programs will provide some of the kinds of instruction
needed by at-risk learners, but even the best teachers will be hard pressed to provide them sufficient
daily support. Many classroom programs are based
on instructional programs that are systematic and
explicit, but not shaped to individual needs. An early
intervention-prevention is needed to help the lowest-achieving students develop the knowledge and
strategies needed to benefit from good classroom
instruction on the five essential elements of reading.
Every school district in Michigan has what Marie
Clay describes as two problems to solve: how to
deliver good first instruction in literacy and what kind
of supplementary opportunity to provide for children
who are low achieving in the classroom's good
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instructional program (as cited in Askew, Fountas,
Lyons, Pinnell, & Schmitt, 2000). While no substitute
for good classroom teaching, Reading Recovery
helps close the achievement gap between the lowest
performing students and their classmates by providing one-to-one individual teaching by a specially
trained certified teacher. By intervening early rather
than later, children who receive Reading Recovery
catch up to their average progress peers, benefit by
classroom instruction, and maintain the gains made
during the intervention through first grade and in
later grades (Askew et al., 2002; Brown et al., 1999;
Center et al., 1995; Rowe, 1995). Eighteen years of
data collected on over one million at-risk children in
the United States show that it works (Askew et al.,
2000). Schools that implement the program are able to
realize the goals of Michigan's Reading First plan and
meet federal requirements for the provision of timely
supplemental assistance for children at risk for reading failure. In this way, Reading Recovery and Reading First provide a complementary and comprehensive
plan for Michigan's young learners.
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